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Mobile Technology Usage in the
College Classroom and Its Relational
Implications
Joe C. Martin, University of Kentucky

Abstract
This study examines the relational implications of the presence of mobile technology within the basic
communication course. To investigate this phenomenon a survey design was employed, and
participants were asked to respond to open-ended, closed-ended, and descriptive questions. Results of
this study shed light upon how and when university students use technology, as well as the positive
and detrimental results such usage has upon the development and quality of their relationships in the
classroom, both with instructors and other students.

Keywords: instructional communication, instructional technology, phubbing.

For millennia instruction has been a relational process, perhaps exhibited most
famously through the relationship between Socrates and his disciple Plato, the
former of which would be largely lost to history were it not for the faithful records
of his protégé. In the instructional communication literature, the assertion that the
teacher-student relationship is interpersonal in nature received its first serious
treatment in an article by Nussbaum and Scott (1980), a claim further expounded by
Frymier and Houser (2000). Yet, even in the decades since Frymier and Houser’s
assertion, a sea change has occurred in higher education; the arrival of internetconnected mobile devices (such as smartphones) has left few areas of our daily lives
unaffected, and the basic communication course is certainly no exception.
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In the wake of the introduction of internet-connected devices in the classroom,
educators have been left with new opportunities, and at least as many new
challenges. Early findings have demonstrated that smartphones, for instance, are a
significant presence in the lives of college students, who daily receive approximately
400 notifications and spend several hours actively using their devices (Lee et al.,
2014). Although there are significant levels of smartphone usage among most college
students, the highest levels of usage have been found among freshmen and
sophomores (Wang et al., 2015), the same students likely to populate the basic
communication course (Beebe, 2013). Already, a growing body of literature describes
the potentially negative impact technology usage may have upon face-to-face
relationships (e.g., Millter-Ott & Kelly, 2017), a factor that may be relevant to the
formation of potentially important early relational interactions in college classrooms
(Sunnafrank & Ramirez, 2004), both between students and their peers as well as
students and instructors.
Thus, due largely to the incursion of mobile technology, the basic
communication course is in an unprecedented state of transition. While research has
already begun to establish the positive and negative effects technology may have
upon learning, little is known about what relational outcomes might result from
technology’s presence in the classroom. Given the importance of relationships, both
intrinsically and as a predictor of learning, this study seeks to address one overarching research question:
How does technology relate to the development of student-student
and student-instructor relationships within the basic communication
course?
Given the importance of classroom relationships in the basic communication
course, and concerns that technology can hinder these relationships, this study
examines the effect that mobile technologies, and in particular phubbing (the
“snubbing” of someone with one’s phone), may have on the development of
relationships within the basic communication course.
Review of Literature
The ways that technology influences and is influenced by education are
innumerable but may be broadly compartmentalized in rhetorical and relational
terms. According to rhetorical and relational goals theory, rhetorical goals involve
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motivating factors like the aspiration to earn good grades, while relational goals in
the classroom refer to one’s desire to develop fulfilling relationships (Mottet et al.,
2006); these twin motivation types help students and instructors to understand
actions and attitudes in the classroom. Further, rhetorical and relational goals theory
may also serve as the foundational starting points for discussions of how technology
should function in the classroom. Specifically, administrators, students, and
instructors may examine any new technology or innovation in regard to how (or if) it
will help to accomplish desirable rhetorical or relational classroom goals. This
exercise presupposes that technology is not an inevitability in instruction, but rather
a variable that may be embraced, tolerated, or rejected (Fairchild et al., 2016). Indeed,
much instructional research today focuses upon the ways that instructors exercise, or
should exercise, control over technology in their face-to-face classrooms. Thus,
technological variables can be manipulated by both students and instructors, a reality
that adds practical importance to a discussion of its relative merits and disadvantages.
Such an enumeration of the pros and cons of technology in the classroom follows
here.
First, technology affords both rhetorical and relational benefits in the face-toface classroom. The communication devices that most students have with them in
their classes can be used to communicate about course related subjects with their
instructors and fellow students (Brooks & Young, 2016; Duran et al., 2005; Stephens
et al., 2009). With greater ease than ever before, students can hold discussions with
group-members and classmates: arranging meetings, asking and answering questions,
and even commiserating. These same devices also allow for greater ease in out-ofclass communication with instructors. Apart from their ability to connect with
instructors and classmates, students can use their devices to access the broader
internet, with its innumerable, instantly accessible resources. Instructors benefit from
these technologies as well. Valuable class time can be preserved, with mundane
reminders relegated to online announcements, additional resources can be added to
online learning platforms (e.g., Canvas), and individual students can be contacted if
an instructor is concerned with their well-being or academic performance (even if
they have not attended class). Within the classroom, instructors can project slides
from their computer and play relevant video clips for their students. They can also
oversee guided research, workshops, and peer review sessions, allowing student
devices to be employed in a context where instructional support is a mere hand-raise
away.
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Despite the numerous affordances provided by technology in instruction, it is
not without its disadvantages. In fact, Ledbetter and Finn (2016) write, “it would be
surprising indeed if social communication technology use did not continue to be a
significant problem for students and instructors” (p. 19). Repeated research has
demonstrated the potential negative impacts of technology upon academic
performance. For example, Kuznekoff and Titsworth (2013) found that increased
phone usage had a significant negative impact upon quiz grades. Similarly, Lepp et al.
(2015) found a negative correlation with cell-phone usage and GPA. Beyond
compromising rhetorical goals of students, technology may also threaten relational
goals as well. Though technology is often noted for its ability to maintain
connections between individuals, preserving relationships across time and physical
distance, that same ability to preserve existing relationships may negatively impact
the formation of new relationships (Park & Lee, 2012). Clearly, many questions arise
when considering the impact of technology and classroom relationships. To further
investigate these questions, the basic communication course is proposed as a context
that is both appropriate and important.
The Basic Communication Course
The basic communication course context is in many ways ideal for the study of
how mobile technology affects relationships. First, the basic communication course
is a significant presence in American higher education, taught to over one million
students each year (Beebe, 2013). Second, due largely to the emphasis upon
developing public speaking skills (Bodie, 2010), the basic communication course
often features a significantly smaller number of students per class than many other
courses in which a student may enroll; the National Communication Association
recommends a maximum student-instructor ration of 25:1 (National Communication
Association, 2011). Due to its size, the basic communication course allows for more
intimate interactions between students as well as between students and their
instructors. These relationships can play a significant role in things like the selection
of an academic major (Figlio et al., 2015) and may also serve to alleviate public
speaking apprehension (Carlson et al., 2006). Furthermore, for many students,
developing meaningful relationships within these courses is essential for the creation
of a “safe learning environment” (Frymier & Houser, 2000, p. 217) where higher
order learning can take place. Finally, the relatively small size of the basic
communication course may magnify relational needs and expectations among
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students, with Goldman et al. (2016) noting “it is possible that students have fewer
relational needs from their instructor in a large lecture class [than they do in smaller
ones],” and encouraging future research that draws participants from “smaller
classes” (p. 14).
While it has been noted in the past that the basic course has sometimes been
slow to incorporate technology (e.g., Valenzano et al., 2014), there have been more
recent efforts to examine how technology may be successfully incorporated within
these courses, going as far as utilizing technologies like virtual reality as a means to
improve student public speaking self-efficacy (Frisby et al., 2020). Among basic
course researchers, technology has been viewed not only as a means to improve
learning outcomes (Santoro & Phillips, 1994), but even as an opportunity to enhance
accessibility (Strawser et al., 2017). Finally, the role of technology in the basic
communication course is only likely to increase, with Frisby (2017) suggesting that
considering the concurrent proliferation of mobile technology and student
dependence upon it, “the role of basic communication instructors in embracing and
capitalizing on these changes to engage students and better position the basic
communication course, becomes critical” (p.79).
Phubbing
Recent research into the impact of phones upon relationships has begun to
coalesce around certain constructs, among them is the term “phubbing.” A
combination of the words “phone” and “snubbing,” phubbing broadly describes
“the act of snubbing others in social interactions and instead focusing on one’s
smartphone” (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2016, para 2). Especially given the
relatively recent invention of the word, phubbing remains a concept somewhat fluid
in its definition and application, factors that have made it adaptable to a number of
unique circumstances. Phubbing has been examined not only in literature concerning
romantic partners (e.g., Kelly et al., 2017), but also family units (e.g., Bai et al., 2020),
workplaces (e.g., Roberts & David, 2020), and the classroom (e.g., Nazir, 2020). In
short, “phubbing can be found in all kinds of different social settings” (Thabassum,
2021, p. 14).
Classroom Phubbing. In the basic communication course context, phubbing
can occur in several directions. First, students may phub one another, an act that may
reduce classroom connectedness and the resultant benefits (e.g., academic
motivation, empathy, enjoyment, etc.; Dwyer et al., 2004). Secondly, an instructor
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may phub students, perhaps allowing themself a quick look at their phone while a
student is giving a presentation. Lastly, students may phub instructors by indulging
the desire to connect socially with friends or work on assignments for anther class
rather than devote their attention to their instructor during a lecture. Two constructs
possess particular relevance, and in fact may be hindered by phubbing within the
basic communication course: rapport and classroom connectedness. These
constructs and the potential for phubbing to negatively affect them are discussed in
further detail below.
Rapport
Rapport is defined as “an overall feeling between two people encompassing a
mutual, trusting, and prosocial bond” (Frisby & Martin, 2010, p. 147) and is
exhibited in relationships centered around “mutual trust and harmony” (Faranda &
Clarke, 2004, p. 275). Rapport is an important variable for instructors, and teaching
has been described as a “rapport-intensive professional field” (Frisby & Myers, 2008;
Jorgensen, 1992). In instructional contexts, the presence of rapport between teachers
and students has been associated with numerous desirable classroom outcomes:
affective learning (Frisby & Martin, 2010), cognitive learning (Bell & Daly, 1984;
Frisby & Martin, 2010), and increased participation (Frisby & Myers, 2008). Rapport
has been positively associated with rhetorical and relational objectives in the basic
course, as had classroom connectedness (Sidelinger et al., 2015).
Classroom Connectedness
While rapport is typically studied as an indicator of the relationship between
instructors and students, classroom connectedness is representative of the
relationships between peers in the classroom. According to Dwyer and colleagues
(2004), a connected classroom is one that features “student-to-student perceptions of
a supportive and cooperative communication environment” (p. 267). While much
instructional research has focused upon the relationships between instructors and
their students, as well as the impact that such relationships may have upon learning
(e.g., Nussbaum & Scott, 1980; Frymier & Houser, 2000), Dwyer et al. were among
the first communication scholars to look specifically at the importance of student
perceptions of rapport with other students. It is important to establish student usage
behaviors of mobile technology before exploring the influence of technology upon
classroom relationships. Thus, the following research question is asked:

8
https://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol34/iss1/4

6

Martin: Mobile Technology and Classroom Relationships

RQ1: How and to what extent do college students interact with
mobile technology?
Although instructional research has already seen evidence of how technology
affects rhetorical goals (e.g., Kuznekoff & Titsworth, 2013; Kuznekoff et al., 2015),
comparatively little is known about how technology may influence relationships
between students and their classmates, as well as between students and instructors. A
rapidly growing body of literature examining interpersonal communication suggests
that technology may have detrimental effects upon the establishment and
development of relationships (e.g., Przybylski & Weinstein, 2013), a reality with
potential parallels in the face-to-face classroom. Therefore, the following question
was asked:
RQ2: How does mobile technology use relate to students’ classroom
relationships with peers and instructors?
Based upon the detrimental effects associated with phubbing found within the
interpersonal literature (Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2017), it seems likely that negative effects
from phubbing may also emerge in the classroom. Further, it is reasonable to assume
that the perception of being phubbed is a perception of an interpersonal disconnect
due to phubbee’s awareness that phubbers are “unable to receive and process”
(Thabassum, 2021, p. 13) conversational cues. Thus, phubbed students experience
broken communicative connections between themselves and others in the
classroom, and obstacles to behaviors essential to classroom connectedness (e.g.,
“The students in my class engage in small talk with one another”; Johnson, 2009, p.
152). Therefore, the following hypothesis is presented:
H1: Higher perceptions of being phubbed will negatively correlate
with classroom connectedness.
Just as the perception of being phubbed is likely to affect classroom variables, so
too does the actual exhibition of phubbing behaviors. That is to say, it is not just the
phubee whose classroom experience is altered, but the phubber as well. Research has
already demonstrated this reality in regard to learning outcomes, noting that attention
paid to mobile devices reduces available attention to course material (Kuznekoff et
al., 2015). Further, some research has already revealed detriments to perceived
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connectedness among students who text during class (Johnson, 2013). Other
research has alluded to the possibility that phubbing runs counter to the
development of mutual rapport between teachers and students (Nazir, 2020), and
similarly reduces perceived student-to-student connectedness among students who
were “addicted” to their smartphones (Soomro, 2019). Thus, the following
hypothesis is posed:
H2: Students who exhibit phubbing behaviors will report lower
perceptions of classroom connectedness and instructor rapport.
Methodology
Procedures
After attaining institutional review board (IRB) approval, recruitment began
during the third week of the semester and concluded early in the fifth week of the
semester. While research measuring constructs like classroom connectedness is often
conducted later in the semester, this decision answered Dwyer et al.’s (2004) call to
investigate whether “perceptions of connectedness can be fostered early in a
classroom semester” (p. 270). While the time period in which data collection began
was in the first half of the semester, the survey did not open to students until after
the completion of a self-introduction speech. This timing allowed for a greater
likelihood that survey questions like “The students in my class are supportive of one
another” could be accurately evaluated. Moreover, previous research has called for
the investigation of rhetorical and relational goals in small classes (Goldman, et al.,
2016), and given the importance of the basic communication course (Beebe, 2013)
which is typically delivered in a small course format (Morreale, et al., 2010), all
participants were students currently enrolled in the basic communication course at a
large university located in the southeastern United States. As part of the basic
communication course requirement at the principal investigator’s university, students
are obligated to participate in three studies, or complete alternative assignments; this
study, and an accompanying alternate assignment were listed as options from which
students could choose. Students received a small amount of course credit for
completing this study or the alternate assignment. Once participants volunteered to
participate in the study, they followed a link to a survey hosted on Qualtrics.
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Participants
Participants (N = 256) were all enrolled in the basic course at a large
southeastern university and included females (n = 168; 65.9%), males (n = 85;
33.3%), and other (n = 2; .80%). Ages of the sample participants ranged from 18 to
33 (M = 18.42, SD = 1.21). Participants identified as Caucasian (n = 212; 82.8%),
African American (n = 17; 6.6%), Asian (n = 14; 5.5%), Hispanic (n = 6; 2.3%), and
“Other” (n = 7; 2.7%). Overall, the demographic makeup of this study largely
mirrored that of the university at which it was conducted. Participants defined
themselves as first-year students (n = 215; 84%), sophomores (n = 23; 9%), juniors
(n = 13, 5.1%), and seniors (n = 5; 2%). Finally, participants represented over 50
unique majors on campus. Of the sample, all of the students indicated owning a
smartphone (n = 256; 100%), and all indicated that they brought it with them to
class (n = 256; 100%). Lastly, most students (n = 159; 62.1%) indicated that they did
not know any of their classmates prior to the start of the course, and the
overwhelming majority did not know their instructor prior to the first day (n = 247;
96.5%).
Instrumentation
Rapport. To measure instructor and student relationships, Frisby and Myer’s
(2008) 11-item rapport scale was used. In this study, and following previous rapport
research (Frisby et al., 2016), the total was summed and used to treat and analyze the
scale as unidimensional. The scale features items such as “In thinking about my
relationship with my instructor, I enjoy interacting with them,” and “I am
comfortable interacting with my instructor.” In previous studies the scale has shown
reliability values as high as .96 (Frisby & Martin, 2010). In this study, the scale was
reliable (α = .95, range = 25-77, M = 60.10, SD = 10.08).
Classroom connectedness. To measure student relationships with other students
in their section of the basic communication course, Dwyer et al.’s (2004) connected
classroom climate (CCC) scale was selected. The 18-item, unidimensional, CCC asks
students to respond to questions like “I feel a strong bond with my classmates,” and
“The students in my class engage in small talk with one another,” via a 5-point Likert
scale. For this study, Johnson’s (2009) 13-item version of the scale was utilized,
which removes 5 items that loaded weakly with the remaining scale items in her
validation study; the shortened version was previously found to be reliable: α = .90.
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In this study, the scale was also reliable (α = .93, range = 26-65, M = 52.95, SD =
7.04).
Being Phubbed. In order to assess the degree to which participants felt they
were being phubbed in their section of the basic communication course,
Chotpitayasunondh and Douglas (2018) generic scale of being phubbed was utilized
(GSBP). The generic scale of being phubbed is a 22-item, multidimensional measure
of the phenomenon of feeling phubbed. The GSBP asks participants to rate the
frequency with which they experience a variety of feelings and observations relevant
to phubbing on a 7-point scale. The full GSBP measures factors such as
respondents’ perceptions of norms regarding phone usage as well as whether the
phone usage behaviors of others led to interpersonal conflict with the respondent.
Only the 8-item “feeling ignored” dimension of the GSBP was utilized here. In the
original GSBP study, the feeling ignored sub-scale was determined to have a
reliability coefficient of .94 (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018). In this study, the
sub-scale was reliable (α = .95, range = 8-56, M = 27.88, SD = 9.71).
Phubbing. To determine the degree to which participants displayed phubbing
behaviors in their section of the basic course, Chotpitayasunondh and Douglas
(2018) generic scale of phubbing (GSP) was utilized. The generic scale of pubbing is
a 15-item, multidimensional measure of phone usage behaviors. The GSP asks
participants to rate the frequency with which they exhibit various behaviors on a 7point scale. The full GSP measures phenomena such as “nomophobia” (the fear of
not having access to one’s phone), how respondents’ phone usage leads to
interpersonal conflict, and one’s willingness to acknowledgement that their phone
usage is problematic. Only the 4-item “self-isolation” dimension of the GSP was
used for this study, which features items such as “I would rather pay attention to my
phone than talk to others” (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018, p.10). In the
original GSP study, the self-isolation sub-scale was found to have a reliability
coefficient of .85 (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018). In this study, the sub-scale
was reliable (α = .89, range = 8-32, M =15.00, SD = 4.56).
Mobile Phone Involvement. Two separate scales were used to measure general
student habits regarding phone usage, both in general and in class. First, Walsh et
al.’s (2010) 8-item, unidimensional, mobile phone involvement questionnaire (MPIQ)
was employed to establish general student phone usage patterns via a 7-point Likert
scale. Initial reliability analysis revealed the MPIQ to have an acceptable reliability
coefficient of .78 (Walsh et al., 2010). In this study, the scale was reliable (α = .84,
range 8-56, M = 30.00, SD = 8.91).
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Problematic Mobile Phone Usage. To assess phone usage in class, a modified
version of Billieux et al.’s (2008) problematic mobile phone usage questionnaire
(PMPUQ) was selected. The PMPUQ is a 4-point Likert type scale. The full
PMPUQ targets factors such as dangerous use of mobile phones and financial
problems resulting in mobile phone usage. This study only utilized the
“Dependence” subscale, which includes items such as “I feel lost when I do not have
my mobile phone” (Billieux et al., 2008, p. 1198). The dependence subscale has a
reliability coefficient of .85 (Billieux et al., 2008). For the sake of concision this study
utilized Lopez-Fernandez et al.’s (2017) shortened 5-item version of the sub-scale
which had previous reliabilities ranging from .76 to .88. In this study, the scale was
reliable (α = .81, range = 5-20, M = 9.82, SD = 3.01).
Open-Ended Qualitative Data. Several open-ended questions were asked of
students in order to more fully understand their motivations and habits regarding
mobile technology usage. Students were asked to briefly describe how they use their
mobile devices before and during class, and how they believe their smartphones
affects their relationship with others in their class. Students were also asked to
respond to two single-item frequency scales pertaining to how frequently students
used their devices before the start of their class, while the second asked them to
describe how frequently they use their devices for non-instructional purposes during
class.
Phone Usage Descriptive Data. Finally, as phone usage behaviors rapidly
change with the introduction of new applications, devices, and even social norms,
descriptive data was gathered from students regarding their specific usage behaviors.
As iOS 12 (the most recent iOS operating system available during the data collection
period) features relatively sophisticated usage reports, students with iPhones running
iOS 12 (87.8% of the participants) were directed to retrieve and report the following
averages from the last 7 days as calculated by their devices: average daily use; their
top three most used apps, the number of “pick-ups” per day; the most commonly
used app after “pick-ups”; and the app sending the most notifications.
Qualitative Analysis
To address connections between students’ classroom relationships with peers
and instructors a thematic analysis of participant’s open-ended responses was
utilized. Following the approach taken by Wang (2014), a method first suggested by
Smith (1995), all responses were read twice. The first read-through was devoted to
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gaining a general overview of the student responses; the second read-through was
specifically oriented toward recording noteworthy themes. A theme’s salience was
evaluated based upon Owen’s (1984) criteria of: repetition, recurrence, and
forcefulness. Once the list of salient themes was established, a third readthrough was
devoted to assigning quotations representing the above criteria to the appropriate
thematic heading. The full list of themes was then reviewed and organized together
with relevant quotations, with special attention paid to potential relationships
between themes, and consideration whether certain themes may be sub-themes.
Once this process was competed, the list of themes was reviewed a final time to
consider their potential implications in answering the research question.
Once the results were compiled and described, member-checking was employed,
where four members of the participant’s community (i.e., undergraduate students
that were previously enrolled in the basic course but did not participate in the study)
evaluated the findings to see if they rang true with their own experience and
understanding of the phenomenon. These participant community members
confirmed that the themes were consistent with their own experiences.
Results
Results from this study were analyzed in accordance with the above analysis
protocol in order to answer the research questions and test the hypotheses.
To answer RQ1 (How and to what extent do college students interact with
mobile technology?), means and standard deviations were calculated for the MPIQ
(M = 30.00, SD = 8.91; composite M = 3.75). Additionally, means and standard
deviations were calculated for the PMPUQ – Dependence (M = 9.82, SD = 3.01;
composite M = 1.96). Scores for each scale were below those that would indicate
self-perceptions of excessive phone involvement or phone dependence. These scores
align with students answer to the supplemental PMPUQ question “Do you feel
dependent on your mobile phone?” where a slim majority of students (n = 127,
50.6%) indicated that they did not feel dependent, with slightly less (n = 124, 49.4%)
expressing perceived dependence upon their phone.
To further illuminate the ways and degree to which participants interact with
their devices, participants reported their usage frequency, type, and duration.
Students (n= 191) reported that their device screens were on an average of 4 hours
and 52 minutes per day (Md = 4.07, SD = 2.54). Much of this usage was prompted
by device notifications, of which students received an average of 182 per day (Md =
135, SD = 144.25); most notifications were received from the Snapchat app (n = 83).
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“Pick-ups” mark the beginning of a new user engagement with one’s phone, whether
in response to a notification or not, and students on average initiated 164 pickups
per day (Md = 156, SD = 72.78). Immediately after a pickup, most students
indicated engaging with the Snapchat app (n = 93). When asked to indicate their
most-used app students reported using Snapchat (n = 76), Instagram (n = 31), and
Messages (n = 27). When asked to indicate their second most-used app students
reported using Instagram (n = 57), Snapchat (n = 43), and Messages (n = 30). When
asked to indicate their third most-used app, students reported using Instagram (n =
49), Messages (n = 41), and Snapchat (n = 21). The type of application used most by
students was categorized as “Social Networking” (n = 156).
Further descriptive data collected provides additional insight into technology
usage habits of students as they relate to the basic communication course. Of note is
the fact that 96.4% of student indicated interacting with their devices before class
“occasionally,” “frequently,” “very frequently,” or “always.” Furthermore, only
15.7% of students reported “never” utilizing technology for non-instructional
purposes during class-time in the basic course (see Tables 1.1 and 1.2 below).
Despite scale scores indicating that students expressed relatively little dependence
upon, and involvement with, their mobile devices, this descriptive data suggests that
mobile technology plays a frequent and important role in the lives of students, both
inside and outside the classroom. See Table 1.1 below for student device usage
frequency descriptive before the start of class, followed by Table 1.2, which displays
how frequently students indicated using devices for non-instructional purposes
during class.
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Table 1.1
How much (if at all) do you use your phone, laptop, or tablet/iPad when you are in class
before your section of the basic course begins?
Frequency
Valid

Never
Rarely
Occasionally
Frequently
Very Freqently
Always
Total

Missing

System

Valid Percent

2
7
36
94
73
42

.8
2.8
14.2
37.0
28.7
16.5

254

100.0

2

Total

256

Table 1.2
In your section of the basic course, how often would you say that you use your phone,
laptop, or tablet/iPad for non-instructional purposes (e.g., texting a friend or shopping)
during class time?
Frequency
Valid

Never
Rarely
Occasionally
Frequently
Very Freqently
Always
Total

Missing

System

Valid Percent

40
92
77
22
22
1

15.7
36.2
30.3
8.7
8.7
.4

254

100.0

2

Total

256

To address RQ2 (How does mobile technology use relate to students’ classroom
relationships with peers and instructors?), the aforementioned thematic analysis of
participant’s open-ended responses was utilized as well as Pearson’s correlations.
The thematic analysis of open-ended responses revealed three distinct and significant
themes, and participants described numerous ways in which technology both
supported and hindered the development of relationships with their peers and
instructors. Specifically, with their basic course in mind, students described ways that
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(a) technology aided the development of relationships, (b) ways that technology
hindered the development of relationships, and (c) ways that the use or non-use of
technology could serve as a cue to other’s regarding a student’s willingness to
communicate.
Technology as a Relational Aid
The first theme was named “technology as a relational aid,” and categorizes
comments where students described the way technology helped to connect them
with others in the basic course, both inside and outside of class. Students identified
technology as a way to facilitate communication with their peers and instructors,
particularly, outside of class. Students described creating GroupMe groups, group
text-message threads, and even using Snapchat to discuss class matters and
assignments with their peers. One student struggled to imagine maintaining
productive group relationships without the aid of technology, noting they would
likely feel “very disconnected and unorganized.” Finally, some students spoke of the
ease with which technology facilitated the establishment and maintenance of
relationships with others in the class, especially group members.
While some students spoke of the ways technology facilitated relationships out
of class with other students, others discussed how it connected them with their
instructors: “I have emailed my professor and been able to build a relationship with
him without having to stay after class and be late to my next class or interrupt class.”
One student cited the convenience that technology afforded for communication with
instructors, noting they could send an email “whenever” they had a question.
Another student noted how technology facilitated more private student-instructor
interactions, indicating that they could speak with their instructor “without having to
say it in front of the class.”
Although most discussion of technology as a relational aid centered around its
ability to facilitate connections outside of class, some students noted instances where
it created positive in-class experiences. Students described being “able to quickly
look up information about an assignment or a specific topic to answer questions of
my peers” or “[sharing] a device to look at or work on an assignment.” Other
experiences were more obviously relational, and some students discussed bonding
thanks to a shared photo or piece of media. One student remarked regarding their
technology, “It can be a conversation starter like ‘hey have you seen this funny pic’.”
One student even described the way that the customization of a piece of technology
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can facilitate initial interactions between students: “Sometimes people see the back of
[a] laptop which has stickers, and that’s a good ice breaker.” The mention of laptop
stickers as a point of conversation highlights the reality that technology not only
facilitates communication but is itself communication within the classroom.
Technology as a Relational Hindrance
The second theme was named “technology as a relational hindrance” and reflects
comments from students who discussed the ways technology negatively impacted
relationships. Students described uses of technology that either intentionally or
unintentionally hindered the development of relationships with others in their
section of the basic course, particularly before the start of class time, or during
“down-time” in the class. One student reported, “Before class, sometimes instead of
chatting face-to-face, I tend to chat with my friends back home.” The previous
response was echoed in the remarks of other respondents: “Before class I don’t talk
to others much because I am on my phone,” and “A lot of people tend to be on
their phones before class starts.”
Students perceived some negative effects of technology upon their relationship
with their instructors. Many described instructional policies that inhibited technology
usage during class time and discussed their attempts at abiding by such policies: “I do
not believe it affects my relationship with my peers. I believe it is disrespectful to the
instructor however, and therefore try to limit my use in class.”
Finally, several students reported no perceived negative effects of technology
upon their development of relationships in the basic course, with one student clearly
stating, “I have never felt that my use of technology has hindered my ability to
interact with instructors or classmates.”
Technology as a Relational Cue
The third theme was entitled “technology as a relational cue” and categorizes the
ways in which technology usage was perceived to function as a cue to others
regarding the willingness to converse or otherwise have in-class relational
interactions. One student described how technology can function in this way, “I
think it is a barrier to communicating with others. If I see someone on their phone
or laptop, that is a cue for me not to bother them or distract them.” The above
sentiment was echoed by other students who noted receiving such messages because
of others’ use of technology; perhaps to save face, or to merely respect a perceived
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message that a classmate desired solitude, one student stated, “I may not introduce
myself to people if they seem preoccupied with their phone.”
While some students described receiving messages regarding social availability
based upon the technology use of others, other students described unintentionally
sending such messages themselves. One student described an awareness that when
they utilized technology in the absence of face-to-face conversations, such usage
could “possibly prevent future conversations from happening.” Another student
echoed the above remark, “Using my phone/tablet before class could eliminate these
chances of getting small talk with classmates I’ve never talked to.” Another student
noted, “I feel like because I’m on my phone before class, nobody makes an effort to
talk to me.”
Finally, some students described using technology as a way to intentionally
experience or project less social awkwardness during the pre-class period, “I’m not
much of a social person, so I use it to keep from awkwardly sitting there before class
starts.” Another student stated, “Before class I will sometimes intentionally check
out so that I don’t have to fully communicate with people.”
In addition to qualitative analysis, Pearson’s Correlations were used to explore
RQ2. Results of the Pearson’s Correlations revealed no significant relationships
between the PMPUQ – Dependence and means for instructor rapport (r = -.109, p
= .087) or the PMPUQ – Dependence and connected classroom climate (r = -.042, p
= .507). However, there was a significant negative correlation between the generic
scale of being phubbed and student perceptions of a connected classroom
environment (r = -.166, p = .008), but not with instructor rapport (r = -.017, p =
.782). Finally, the generic scale of phubbing was negatively correlated with
perception of a connected classroom environment (r = -.208, p = .001), but not with
instructor rapport (r = -.108, p = .087). Thus, the results here indicate that generally,
while certain phone usage behaviors correlate with reductions in connectedness with
peers, the same behaviors do not correlate with reductions in rapport with
instructors. This result aligns with student qualitative responses, where more
examples were provided for ways that phones and other mobile technology hindered
relationships with peers than with instructors of the basic course. It is plausible that
instructors are less likely to exhibit phubbing behaviors, and conversely many
students described ways they intentionally curtailed their own phone usage so as not
to damage their rhetorical or relational goals with their instructors (Mottet et al.,
2006).
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Pearson’s Correlations were also used to test H1 (Higher perceptions of being
phubbed will negatively correlate with classroom connectedness). Given the
significant negative correlation between the generic scale of being phubbed and the
connected classroom climate scale (r = -.166, p = .008), this hypothesis was
supported. In other words, higher perceptions of being phubbed correlate with lower
perceptions of classroom connectedness.
Pearson’s Correlations were also used to examine H2 (Students who exhibit
phubbing behaviors will report lower perceptions of classroom connectedness and
instructor rapport). As is discussed above, while the generic scale of phubbing did
not correlate significantly with the instructor rapport scale (r = -.108, p = .087), the
generic scale of phubbing did significantly and negatively correlate with the
connected classroom climate scale (r = -.208, p = .001); thus, H2 was partially
supported. That is, students who exhibited more phubbing behaviors did not differ
in their perceptions of instructor rapport but perceived lower levels of classroom
connectedness. See table 1.3 for the full Pearson’s correlation matrix.
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Table 1.3
Pearson Correlation Matrix (All Participants)
Variables

α

M

1

2

3

4

5

Rapport

.95

60.10

−

CCC

.93

52.95

.544**

−

MPIQ

.84

30.00

-.011

-.030

−

PMPUQ

.81

9.82

-.109

-.042

.426**

−

GSP

.89

15.00

-.108

-.208**

.444*

.271**

−

GSBP

.95

27.88

-.017

-.166**

.238**

-.010

.432**

6

−

*p < .05
**p < .01

Discussion
This study creates a nuanced picture of the complex associations between mobile
technology and classroom relationships. Students described numerous ways
technology increased connections with other students and instructors beyond the
classroom context, a finding aligns with previous research which describes
widespread usage of out-of-class communication (Brooks & Young, 2016; Duran et
al., 2005; Stephens et al., 2009), and the potentially positive effects of such
communication (Martin, et al., 2017; Tatum et al., 2018). In this study, technology
was believed by students to create an enhanced sense of both community and
connectivity. That same constant connectivity, however, was also revealed to be a
detriment to students, many of whom described forsaking face-to-face conversations
in class for some type of technological engagement. These results echo previous
research that show smartphones to be effective in relationship preservation and
maintenance, but less effective in new relationship formation (Park & Lee, 2012).
Of course, numerous students explicitly indicated no perceived effect of
technology upon relationships in the basic course. This result runs somewhat
counter to extant research into the prevalent negative interpersonal effects of
phubbing (e.g., Millter-Ott & Kelly, 2017). While these students may be largely
unaffected by behaviors like phubbing, the “third-person effect” (Davison, 1983)
and superiority bias (Hoorens, 1993) may be other potential explanations for this

21
Published by eCommons, 2022

19

Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 34 [2022], Art. 4

result; if either of these phenomena were experienced, students might envision
detrimental effects of phubbing for others, but not themselves.
In their open-ended responses, participants unsurprisingly spoke of the ease, and
the enhanced and increased communication that technology fostered; what was
surprising, however, was the way that students “reinterpreted” technologies such as
Snapchat as tools suitable for classroom related use. This is especially interesting
considering the fact that using a social application for classroom purposes is
occurring despite the existence of applications designed specifically for that purpose
(e.g., the Canvas LMS application). This finding can perhaps be best understood
when one considers the meaning carried by the medium of communication itself
(McLuhan, 1964); in this view, students may be selecting an application like Snapchat
for reasons such as its familiarity or its relative informality.
Students also described increasingly using technology to communicate with their
instructors, both for purposes of privacy as well as convenience. What was not
frequently featured in student’s reports of communication with their instructor,
however, was whether such communication was desirable for the instructor, or
whether it was the best means by which students and instructors could build valuable
rapport. Considering this, students, unfettered by concerns of a public audience or
limited office hours, may be communicating with their instructors more, but the
results may not be better.
Among the most interesting findings from participant open-ended response was
the way that technology usage was employed as a cue or message to others in the
classroom. In this sense, the act of using one’s phone, laptop, or tablet prior to the
start of class was perceived as being symbolic for a desire not to communicate with
those occupying the physical space of the basic course (Aksan et al., 2009). Thus, the
student texting “friends back home” is also sending a simultaneous nonverbal
message to her classmates that she does not wish to be bothered. Further, sustained
usage of one’s device may lack the signals present in conversational turn-taking cues
which are exhibited by speakers to show the conclusion of their own remarks and
the opportunity for others to interject (Duncan, 1972; Wiemann & Knapp, 1975).
Given that some social media applications employ virtually “infinite” and
uninterrupted content delivery (Stinson, 2017), pauses in usage are less likely, as are
subsequent opportunities for conversational interjection (Wiemann & Knapp, 1975).
Yet, while some students indicated intentionally employing technology usage as a
way to signal their unavailability for conversation, for others this signal appeared to
be inadvertent. Thus, the dilemma for the student who wants to introduce herself to
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a peer on their phone is determining whether or not that person is engaged in that
behavior specifically in hopes of avoiding face-to-face conversation or not; accurately
making this assessment may prove impossible.
Phubbing and Its Effects on Relationships
As predicted, students who felt that others phubbed them frequently also
indicated significantly lower levels of classroom connectedness. This finding may be
explained in several ways. First, phubbing may prevent students from experiencing
the feelings of support, understanding, and encouragement associated with
classroom connectedness, and has clear implications for elements of the connected
classroom climate scale such as “the students in my class engage in small talk with
one another” (Johnson, 2009, p. 152). Of particular salience to a public speaking
focused basic communication course, may be the effects of phubbing that may occur
while a student is speaking. If one’s classmates are on their mobile devices during a
peer’s speech, perceptions of connectedness may be damaged further, particularly in
regard to connected elements of “support” and displaying “interest in what one
another is saying” (Johnson, 2009, p. 152).
While many students described ways that technology may positively or negatively
affect their relationship with the classroom peers, very few described perceived
negative effects of technology usage upon their relationship with their instructor.
Although instructor perspectives were not collected for this study, as noted above it
plausible that instructors, whose goals and roles within the classroom differ from
students, were less likely to exhibit phubbing behaviors. What is known from this
data, however, is that students considered such usage on their parts to be
disrespectful and therefore made conscious efforts to limit technology usage during
class, demonstrating what Andersson and Pearson (1999) describe as “civility,” or
the observance of “norms for respect” (p. 454) in the classroom. Given that uncivil
behaviors can be broadly described as negative behaviors “disruptive to the teaching
and learning process” (Myers et al., 2016, p. 65), students surveyed for this study
appeared to respect civility expectations in the college classroom, either due to their
own standards (“[I would] rather pay attention than get distracted.”) or instructor
expectations (“Dr. [instructor’s name] usually wants us to put tech away during class,
so I don’t really use it that much.”) These perceptions and habits among students are
supported by the fact that instructor rapport showed no significant correlation with
student’s exhibition or perception of phubbing behaviors, while classroom
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connectedness did. Propensities toward mobile phone involvement, problematic
mobile phone usage, phubbing, and even perceptions of being phubbed all failed to
significantly correlate with instructor rapport; this fact is even more surprising given
instructor rapport’s high correlation with classroom connectedness in this
population. While classroom connectedness did not correlate significantly with
perceptions of problematic phone usage, it did correlate significantly and negatively
both with student perceptions of their own phubbing behaviors as well as their
perceptions of being phubbed themselves.
Practical Implications
Classroom connectedness, a variable linked to a host of desirable outcomes in
general (Johnson, 2013), and the basic course in particular (Sidelinger et al., 2015),
was revealed in this study to be particularly vulnerable to the presence of mobile
technology. This vulnerability has important implications for basic communication
course students and instructors.
First, students should be cognizant of how their device usage behaviors might
negatively impact their overall perceptions of classroom connectedness. As was seen
in this study, even the demonstration of phubbing behaviors correlated negatively
with classroom connectedness, not just being phubbed. Secondly, students should be
aware of the cues their device usage may send to others in the classroom. While
some students expressed cognizance of how device usage sent a message to others in
the classroom regarding one’s willingness to communicate, many other students
expressed sentiments like “I have never felt that my use of technology hindered my
ability to interact with instructors or classmates.” When one recalls that 96.4% of
respondents indicated using technology prior to the start of class, and that such
usage was interpreted as a message that the user does not want a classmate to
“bother or distract them,” it seems that many students are unaware of the potential
effects of their technology usage on the development of relationships with others in
the basic course. This raising of student consciousness could override what may be
for some a ritualistic usage of one’s phone. Just as some users may resort to “flipping
out a phone when the plane lands” (Sundar & Limperos, 2013, p. 511), some
students may instinctively reach for their devices upon arriving at their seats before
the start of class. In short, if students do not wish to inadvertently send a message
that they desire not to be bothered by their peers in the class, their pre-class
technology usage should be limited or abstained from altogether.
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Though their own relationships with students appear largely unaffected by
mobile technology in the classroom, basic communication course instructors who
wish to preserve connectedness between students in their classroom should use their
leadership role to that end. This could be accomplished by orienting the pre-class
period toward activities that encourage student interaction. Something as simple as a
message on the whiteboard encouraging students to “Ask your neighbor if they have
questions about the upcoming paper” might help to turn students from their device
and toward others in the classroom in a way that furthers rhetorical and relational
goals; similar activities during the class period that encourage discussion between
individuals can work to the same end. Lastly, even having open discussion with
students regarding the messages that device usage may send to others can help to
clarify misunderstandings (e.g., as one respondent indicated, “Just because I’m on my
phone doesn’t mean I don’t want to talk”) and is appropriate for the curriculum of
the typical basic course aimed toward building communication competence
(Morreale et al., 2016).
In the formation of classroom technology policies, instructors should consider
findings from this research as well as previous relevant studies. Respondents to this
study largely described attempting to limit their technology usage to subjects relevant
to the basic course during class-time. Given that previous research has shown that
policies encouraging technology usage for instructional purposes are associated with
greater student perceptions of instructor credibility (Frey & Tatum, 2017), and that
on-task technology does not significantly hamper student recall of information
(Kuznekoff et al., 2015), instructors of the basic communication course may consider
allowing such on-task usage within their class. Still, it is important to consider that
while encouraging on-task technology usage may enhance instructor credibility, it
does not guarantee that student device usage will remain strictly relevant to the
classroom; only 15.7% of respondents in this study indicated never using their
devices in class for non-instructional purposes during class.
Results from this study also speak to calls for the democratization of the learning
process through efforts like co-constructing course syllabi (Blinne, 2013). Given the
complex and nuanced considerations that must be balanced in the formation of
classroom technology policies, as well as the possibility of superiority bias (discussed
further in the limitations section below), students may not be the ideal arbiter for
their own classroom technology policies. This is not to say, however, that students
should not be informed of an instructor’s motivations for their technology policy –
on the contrary, attempting to foster agreement with students regarding a technology
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policy is likely to yield more positive results for instructors than an authoritarian
imposition of the instructor’s will (Frey & Tatum, 2017).
Limitations and Future Directions
Several important limitations and future directions should be mentioned for the
above research. First, this study employed a cross-sectional design and data
collection occurred early in the semester. While future research, either occurring later
in the semester or featuring a longitudinal design, could undoubtedly expand our
understanding of these issues, this research nevertheless illuminates an interesting
and important time in the life of students, many of whom were in first two months
of their college career.
Unfortunately, due to disparities at the time of data collection in features
between the dominant mobile phone operating systems (iOS and Android), detailed
descriptive data could only be reliably attained from iPhone users. This problem was
somewhat mitigated by the fact that the majority of participants for this study (a
demographically diverse 87.8%) used an iOS device with screen-time features turned
on. While such reports are useful, especially given that they do not rely upon
participants estimates of their usage, they are unable to provide the richest possible
understanding of how students use their phone. For instance, while apps can be
categorized (e.g., “social networking” or “entertainment”), this does not speak to
how those apps are actually used. Students in this study noted that “social” apps such
as Snapchat could be used for purely social reasons, but also for collaboration with
peers concerning schoolwork.
While the rapidly changing nature of technology and its uses helps to justify the
need for a study like this one, it also makes the results more likely to need regular
updating. Therefore, future research should replicate this study, not only to validate
its findings, but to update them as well.
Just as we renew our understanding of how students are using technology, we
must also continue to revise our evaluation of such usage, and the measurements we
use to do so. In the unmodified version of the problematic mobile phone usage
questionnaire, for instance, one question reads ‘It is easy for me to spend all day not
using my mobile phone.” While an inability to easily function a full day without one’s
phone might have indicated a “problematic dependence” in 2008 when the scale was
created, one could argue that is no longer the case: while dependence appears to have
increased, perceptions of whether such dependence constitutes a problem have likely
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changed as well. Thus, future research should focus on the development of new
scales (and the revision of existing ones) to better reflect the contemporary moment
in regard to phone usage patterns and behaviors.
One interesting finding of this study was the seeming incongruence between
student perceptions of dependence upon technology and their usage behaviors.
While the majority of students did not feel that they were “dependent” upon their
mobile phones, descriptive data revealed that 100% of the population brought their
phones to class, and used their phones, on average, several hours per day. Given that
participants are sometimes prone to social-desirability bias (Fisher, 1993) and
superiority bias (Hoorens, 1993) as has been noted earlier in this article, future
research should ask students not only of their own perceived dependence, but also of
their perceptions of their peers’ and classmates’ dependence. Comparisons can then
be made to determine if these perceptions of self and others’ dependence differ
significantly.
This study revealed that technology in the basic communication course has more
than rhetorical implications, it has relational ones as well. Given this fact, and as was
briefly discussed above, this research highlights a need for the development of scales
specifically addressing the presence and usage of technology in the classroom as it
relates to relationships. Even if we have not always been quick to adopt technology
in the basic communication course (Valenzano et al., 2014), it may be argued that our
adoption has outpaced our understanding. In order to understand the effects of
technology more fully, we must develop instruments with which we can take more
accurate measurements. The development of classroom specific technology scales
relevant to relationships will allow not only for a greater understanding of how
technology affects the classroom, but data drawn from them may also be coupled
with more general technology usage scales in order to make valuable comparisons
between the two.
Conclusion
In summary, this study reveals several important insights relating to students’
mobile technology, and the effects such usage may have upon relationships in the
basic communication course. The key findings are: (a) students use their mobile
technology frequently and for large portions of the day; (b) despite large amounts of
usage, the majority of students do not feel dependent upon their devices; (c) students
use “social networking” apps most frequently and for the longest period of time, but
such usage is not always strictly “social” in nature; (d) many students perceived no
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effect of technology upon their relationships in the basic course; (e) students
generally described ways that technology facilitated relationships outside of class; (f)
students generally described technology as a detriment, or potential detriment, to
relationships during class; (g) rapport with instructors is not associated with
differences in phone usage or perceptions of phubbing or being phubbed; (h) and
student perceptions of being phubbed and of exhibiting phubbing negatively
correlated with classroom connectedness. Ultimately, this research represents a foray
into a largely unexplored area and stands to deepen the understanding of important
practical considerations for basic course instructors and their students. Assisted by
this and future research, we can better understand and adapt to the modern,
technology saturated classroom; by doing so, we stand the best chance of preserving
not only learning, but relationships, too.
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